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Chapter One 


Author's Notes: 

A heartfelt thank you to Scotchy, without whom this never would\'ve been written, because it was her Jerry 
Cantrell Appreciation Thread that got it going [that and her beautiful Jerry icon], She was also my beta, and 
made sure | didn\'t mangle either the members or the history of Alice in Chains. Cheers, mate. This one\'s for 


you : 


June 1995 
You are jaded. 


You are a loser and a poseur and you're only here because Joe always figures he has to drag you to these 
types of things. (Look at this place; it's somebody's house up in the Southern California hills, two floors, enough 
room for a party, right? Do you even know who owns the house?) And you always say yes because Phil is 
always there behind Joe, looking at you, and he sweats over these parties and over how much everybody will 
be drinking, and bloody hell, you git, the fucking bottle is in your left pocket. Why the fuck do you bother 
putting things into your left pocket, anyway? Then you have to fish around from the right, and you're 


squirming about like some contortionist. Right pocket. Everything should be carried inside your right pocket. 


The bottle of painkillers is in his left pocket. He pries it out between thumb and index finger, pills ticking against 
the sides as he folds his hand over the bottle and pops the lid open. Pops two pills. Down the hatch with the 
champagne. He has no clear idea what they are anymore. Last week they were Vicodin. He just gets the 
prescription filled. His medicine cabinet is lined with orange bottles and yellow pills and white pills, red and pink 
pills, red and cream pills, more white pills. He drops the bottle back into his left pocket. 


Joe is at his elbow, thumb digging into his flesh. 


"What the fuck are you doing, Rick?" He hisses his words. He looks around at the crowd as he speaks, thumb 
moving up from muscle into bone. "Don't you bloody well take those things here. Go to the loo, for fuck's sake." 


"Not fashionable to be an addict anymore, is it?" 


"| give a toss about what's ruddy fashionable. But we're the band with the guitarist who drank himself to 


death, remember? Don't have to tell you that the last thing we need is a drummer who pops pills in public." 
"Joe, people are snorting coke over by-" 


The pressure on his elbow radiates up to his neck. It spills across his collarbone and a twinge creeps to life 
along his left side. It pulls once, a warning sign, and a dull ache begins to spread. He jerks his elbow against 
Joe's side. The bottle of painkillers rattles inside his pocket. "Let go." He jerks free, pushing Joe away with his 
shoulder. "I'll go to the fucking loo, all right?" 


"Not now you're not. You wanna make a scene?" 
"Oh, you mean like this one?" 
y 


Joe is already gone, his head bobbing up and down as he makes his way across the room. Nobody makes way 
for him. Nobody seems to care he's even there. But they're hanging on to every word. Once celebrity is no 
longer your friend, you're only as interesting as the wreck your life becomes on the descent. Rick weaves his 
way around the people lolling about beside him. The pain in his side is still dull, just a constant ripple of 
sensation. It pulses, over and over, out from his shoulder and into the nothingness where his left arm should 


be. Ten years without it. Ten fucking years. Pain can't count. 


The door to the bathroom slams against the wall. He catches it before it can swing back into place and eases it 
closed. He ignores the raised eyebrows and vacant questions in the eyes of a couple standing just outside. The 
bathroom looks empty. Smoke lingers in the air, flat and dissolving into white as it snakes across the ceiling 


before it's sucked in by the ventilator. Is coming from one of the stalls. The bathroom only looks empty. 


"Fuck me." 


He breathes out the words as he fishes out the painkillers and turns over the bottle. Do not exceed 
recommended dosage. He pops the lid open. 


‘Layne, you motherfucker, is that you?" 


Rick's movements freeze. His face is reflected in the bathroom mirror, a row of stalls spreading out behind 


him. His mouth takes over. "Nope. Layne's getting fucked by fucking Joe Elliott” 


Shrill emptiness rushes in to fill a silent double-take. Rubber soles are pulled sharply across the tiled floor and 
then there's the whisper and slide of clothes and the toilet is flushed "Fuck. That's funny.” The rubber soles 
thump against the floor as a zipper is pulled up with a ripping echo and fabric slides again and the stall's lock 
clatters open. "Layne's one crazy son of a bitch, but | never figured he had it in for guys." The stall door 


swings open and time speeds up slows down blurs and shifts. 
There is a figure in the mirror, just behind him. Then there are eyes. Blue. Blond hair. White skin. Bluer eyes. 
And lips. They curve and dip so deeply that he can taste them more than see them. Feel them. The image 


blurs then slides into reflected light as Rick's eyes come to rest on the edge of the chrome washbasin. For 


fuck's sake, Rick. You just said some shit about his friend. 

Tension rings brass and hollow in Rick's ears as the figure stands behind him, taking up every available space 
at his back, crowding into his skin and his pores, till the figure's presence has spread out across the entire 
bathroom, pushing up against the walls and straining because no room this small can possibly contain it. 

The painkillers drop to the floor with a sharp crack. 

"Oh, shit" 

His wrist twitches, ghosting movement his limbs fail to carry out. 

"No, hey, that's okay," the figure says. It bends down, scoops up the bottle, holds it out. Rick stares at the 
washbasin. Florescent rows of light break apart into squiggles along the washbasin's bowl, streaking across and 
around and bouncing up against water drops. Orange looms up to his right. His hand rises, fingers bumping 
against the bottle. It's plastic. Solid. Real. He takes it and presses it tight against his palm. 

Shapes shift back into place. The ventilator cuts through the silence and fills Rick's ears. 

The figure is still beside him, hands in his pockets. "You haven't run into Layne Staley, have you?" he says. His 
voice and his face and his eyes and his lips are so young that Rick feels as if he's covered in mould. "You 
haven't really seen him around?" 


"Ah-Um, no. No, | don't know him. I'm-ah-l'm sorry. No." 


"I see." The figure rocks a bit on his heels, then licks his lips, swallowing. One hand rises, stops halfway, hovers 


between them, then drops back down. "You're Rick Allen" The words blurt out. "I mean, shit, yeah, you're Rick 
Allen. You're." His arm swings uselessly by his side, unable to point. Every nerve in Rick's body gathers around 


his left side. The dull ache sharpens. The painkillers bite a half-moon indent into the fleshy edge of his palm. 
"Yeah. | guess | am." 
"Oh, look, shit, I'm sorry. I'm just looking for Layne and-It was great seeing ya, man" 


The door slams into place behind him. The music outside rises up then drops back down into muffled 
meaninglessness. Rick stands by the washbasin. He lets several minutes tick by during which reality begins to 
sharpen and harden around him. He is male, thirty-one years old, one-armed, English. He has lusted, in no 
particular order, over Joe Elliott, Phil Collen, Steve Clark, Rick Savage (fuck, you've buggered your entire band), 
a groping din of groupies under and over and around and within fifty feet of the stage, imitation women, real 
women, his wife, strangers in Soho and in New York City and in cities he no longer remembers. He has lusted 
over superiors and mentors and secret father figures and he has crawled into them and sought shelter and 
showed them-one after the other-that he is not a kid. Even at thirty-one, he's still showing Phil that he is 


not a kid He's grown a beard, for fuck's sake. He's an adult. 
He's the adult for once. He's older. He has to be. 

He shifts the bottle of painkillers in his hand. He pops the lid open and shakes two pills into his mouth. 
Down the hatch. 

Out the door. 


Phil is waiting outside. He straightens up and away from the wall and falls into step beside Rick. "| saw what 
happened between you and Joe," he says. "Don't let that get to you. Right? He doesn't like these parties any 


more than you do." 
"Then why did he drag us here?" 


Its an automatic question He doesn't hear the answer. It's not important. He pushes forward into the crowd 
and comes to the mini-bar. He shouts out for two Bass Ales over a babble of voices and glasses clinking 
together and stools being dragged closer or further away and the music thump-thumping and Phil making 
excuses for Joe. Loyal Phil. He has wrinkles under his eyes now, and always looks as if he can't quite believe 
that the world around him is real. Perpetually bowled over. He forgets where he is for one second and reaches 
out to brush a stray lock off Rick's cheek. Tenderness. Its so comfortable and familiar that Rick finds himself 
growing warmer. The tumult of the room eases down and back, and he's no longer the adult. He settles into his 
skin once more, every fold his own, smooth and worn into a shape he recognizes. He leans back into Phil. One 


brief moment. Nobody catches it. Everybody's pressing close, calling out for drinks and searching out friends. 


Phil's hand wraps around his. Rick lets him lead him away, Phil carrying both their bottles, Rick's pants already 


tight. 

Half of it because of Phil 

"Hey, Phil?" 

"Yeah?" 

"Who's Layne Staley?" 

"Staley? He's, um, he's with-" He snaps his fingers, index finger hovering in the air like a radio dial searching 
out the correct frequency. He finds it and jabs the air once. “Alice in Chains. That's the one. Lead singer. You 


met his guitarist yet? Jerry Cantrell. Real piece of work, right? He's unreal" 


Alice in Chains. Modern faces of Rock ‘n’ Roll. Two more years drop onto his shoulders while the thought lasts. 
He squeezes Phil's hand and Phil squeezes his back and the years lift. "He's that good?" 


"He's that good ooking" Phil lifts the bottles dangling off two fingers and points their bodies at a group of 
backs covered in flannel and straight hair down to their hips and one tall blond. Blue eyes. Time slowing shifting 
speeding up. Bluer eyes. And lips and deeply felt and Rick's hand tightens around Phil's and the pills dissolve into 
his bloodstream and blood rushes into his ears and down and he presses against Phil. 

"Let's lose this crowd," he whispers. 


"Are you gonna make it worth my while?" 


"I am going to fuck you into the wall." 


* eK 


Buttons back in place. Hair combed out. Shirts gathered up from the floor. Rick takes a look at the room they 
stumbled into for the first time. A pinstriped sofa, two matching armchairs, polished floors in deep, dark wood, 
a coffee table stacked with glossy art books (a thick volume titled The Architecture of Style displayed 
prominently) and topped with some Greek faun, legs and arms akimbo; a hundred quid to the very probable 
fact that the house belongs to an old, gay gentleman. He's probably out there, mingling. He's probably standing 
a discreet distance away from Jerry. Watching. Drinking him in. Longing. 


Rick tips the faun over with a flick of his finger. 


Right between the eyes. 


Phil stretches his arms up over his head and burrows deeper into the cushions on the sofa He scratches his 
belly and wipes off the semen sticking to his ribs. He combs his fingers through his hair and murmurs, 
"Cheers" as Rick hands him his shirt. He pulls it on, arms sticking out in staccato musculature that reminds 
Rick of some gay pulp novel cover. They had forsaken the normal bounds of society and descended deep into 
the twilight world of-The Desperate Lovers. Just a few pence and everyone can read about two men fucking 
across an old gay gentleman's walls and his floor and (at the moment when he came) (Phil's fingers inside his 


mouth so no one could hear) his sofa 
"You fancy going back out there?" Phil says. 
"Do you?" 


"We can't abandon Joe." Phil stands before a mirror and works his fingers through his hair, spiking it up. In the 
grey half-light of the room, he looks twenty again. What is he now, almost forty? Thirty-seven. Not that 
much older than Rick. But still older. Still the adult. 


How old is Jerry? 


"God | look old," Phil says. He pulls at the flesh beneath his eyes and pokes at the deep furrows between his 


brows. "l'm ancient. l'm a mummy. Have you seen this, Rick?" 


"Got a good look not two minutes ago, as | recall. 


He stands behind Phil and rests his chin on Phil's shoulder. They look all right, reflected together. Phil's long, 
angular face to his rounded chin. Blue eyes to brown. Straight hair to curly. Wispy five o'clock shadow to 

growing beard. The beard looks okay. He looks serious. For once. He frowns. Yeah, serious. Phil's eyes find his 
through the glass. "You never age, Rick," he says. "| swear, you never age." Rick doesn't quite believe him. He 


slaps Phil's bum and moulds his hand around the doorknob. 
"You comin’ or not?" 


The music slaps them like stale air. Phil shakes his head and blinks. Joe is squeezing his way toward them, 
holding up two full glasses above his head. He shoots Phil a suspicious look and appraises Rick from head to 


foot. 


"Aye, good," he says. "It's not obvious." He presses a glass into Phil's palm and leads him away. "You need to 
rescue our lad, Viv. Some media vulture's on about Steve again, and the questions aren't exactly friendly." He 
stops and plucks the glass out of Phil's hand. "Fuck, | forget you don't drink" He passes the glass to Rick and 
works his face into a professional scowl. "Don't get plastered. And don't disappear. And don’t pop-" 


"Yes, dad," Rick says. He sips his drink Joe disappears into the crowd, still scowling, Phil in tow. Phil shrugs at 
Rick and smiles to light up his eyes and settle the age into comfort and to break his heart. 


Jerry is out there. Somewhere. Rick figures it's safe to talk to him now. The lust has been spent. It's nothing 
but small talk and torture from here on till the end of the party. It's right back into that pulp novel territory, 
the twilight world nonsense. Only this is a straight man he's looking out for, who's probably got the eye of 
every open and closeted (and bisexual and bi-curious) gay person in the room. Gay person The term alone ages 
him. But it's been sixteen years, and he can no longer keep up the pretence that this is just the morbid 
curiosity of youth. Not even in his own head. Even with the closet doors firmly closed (and even ignored), he 
knows it's pretty pathetic to say something like, "I'm not a faggot." 


He's got faggot covered. 


The night tatters itself out into a carpet of trampled food (on a whim, he picks up a stray olive and pops it in 
his mouth) and spilled alcohol and soggy napkins. The music is a drone he's blocked out several songs ago. The 
fact that he's still alone ceases to bother him. He's lost Joe and Phil. He pictures Joe, gathering up Sav and Phil 
and herding them into a taxi with Viv because there's a bar down in the city that's loads better than this 
place and the fucker knows he's leaving Rick behind and the message will be: "Don't let me catch you popping 
pills and fucking Phil in a stranger's house again" The message will be understood loud and clear this time. It'll 
give him a chance to be alone and to kick at the party debris and try to recall what bullshit he stuttered at 
Jerry in the bathroom. 


He wants to put a fist through a wall. But that would mean getting stuck in the wall and wriggling about like 
some limp rag toy, that stupid stump sticking up into the air, his chest jerking, looking pathetic. He knocks back 
the watery dregs of his drink and places the glass carefully on the bar counter. He tips it forward and back, 
forward and back, lost in the way red and blue and grey mingle in the mirror behind the bar and in between 
the rows of alcohol bottles till his sight swims in Kahlua Sauza Palo Viejo Captain Morgan Bailey's Jim Beam 
BombayMidoriBacar dibar tender -gimme-a-Beck's. 


Rick turns his head and watches as Jerry holds out his hand and takes the beer. His eyes lock on Rick's for 
one moment (and the moment is speeding up slowing down holding still for once) (blue, blue eyes) (electronically 


back lighted for effect) and he says, "Hey, man, you're still here." 


"Yeah." He hopes to God his voice isn't slurry. He's English. He's an adult. He can hold his drink. "I think my 


friends have abandoned me." 
"Pretty much everyone's abandoned us," Jerry says. 


It's true. Its obvious now. The party's over. The only people left are two men standing by the door (waiting for 
Jerry and his beer) and the bartender serving up his last drinks because it's all gonna count toward profits 
and an old gentleman hitting the off button on the stereo system (killing the musical drone dead at last) (the 
silence is like a scream in its wake) and then sitting down on a plush sofa. Rick pushes away from the bar 


counter. 


"'d better call a taxi." 


"You want a ride?" 


A ride. That sounds nice. Out of Jerry's mouth it sounds honest and heartfelt and pure. Rick's lips quirk up. 


"You mean it?" 
"Of course | mean it. Come on. We're dropping Mike off at San Fernando." 


The men by the door are an earnest, brunette twosome with the loose, wavy hair of The New Decade. They 
nod at Rick and something akin to awe passes across one of the fellow's eyes as he takes in Rick's left side and 
his mind connects the dots. They step outside into white gravel that crunches under Rick's trainers and two 
pairs of scuffed Doc Martens and one pair of sandals. The owner turns out to be Mike and he fishes out a 
grand total of three pebbles from between his toes before they reach the car. The third man is Sean and the 


car belongs to him. He pops open the door and leans over the hood, arms folded under his chin 
"Where's he headed, Jerry?" he says. 
Jerry looks to Rick. It shakes his blood Every fucking time. 


‘lm at Encino," Rick says. The word sounds cheap out loud. Its not San Fernando. It's not even LA. It's fucking 
Encino. 


"So that's, what, we take the 101?" 


"Nah," Mike says. He shrugs off a light jacket and tosses it into the back of the car. "Get on Glendale and head 
all the way out to Ventura. You'll take all night just trying to find the IOI." 


"Hey, fuck you and fuck California" 


The middle finger flies as Mike snatches the keys from Sean and pushes him across into the passenger seat. 
"No, fuck you and fuck Seattle. I'm driving. We need a local's knowledge here, not some backwoods Washington 


hillbilly.” 


"| didn't hear you fuck Tacoma, Mike. Always takin’ it fuckin’ easy on Jerry, man," comes from up front and 
Rick is in the backseat with Jerry, who's pushing his hair out of his eyes and bloody guitar players always 
have such bloody long fingers and the motor shudders to life, gravel rolling beneath them as the car begins to 
bump and heave its way along the carefully tended path that leads down into elite real estate and then into 
posh suburbia and then just suburbia and then trailer homes and it's paved roads once more as the familiar 
fast food signs rear their heads and Mike is steering them onto Glendale Blvd. Sean flips the radio dial and 
settles on a station playing Deep Purple. 


Nobody goma take my car. Im gonna race it to the ground 


"Encino's a way off from San Fernando," Rick says. "Are you sure this is-" 


Mike waves him into silence. "Chill, man. | love driving. Got nowhere to go anyway. Don't we, Jerry?" The way he 
says it, meaning drapes over every word and connects Jerry to Mike with one blink and a subtle shift of 
Jerry's eyes. "Yeah. Nowhere to go." Mike slaps the steering wheel. "Fuck yeah. And you can tell Layne | said 


So. 


Jerry doesn't answer. He leans back in the seat so that his face is shadowed and illuminated in succession: Blue, 
red, yellow, black, grey, bright orange as they stop beneath a streetlight. He looks older, inside the car. Maybe 
it was just the florescent lights in the bathroom that made him look so young. But now he shifts and turns his 


head to look out the window and the very line of his jaw looks young. 
Rick has nothing to say. 
Not a word. 


"Shit, look, they tore down the Dairy Queen," Mike says. Sean turns his head to look as the empty lot slides 
past, then shrugs. Mike tuts below his breath. "Fuck, man, | loved that Dairy Queen. That crazy old man hung 


out there. You remember? Kept asking Jerry if he knew some Adrian guy? Fuck that was funny.” 


Street signs come and go, names and interstates and state roads, yield signs and stop signs buried under 
peeling local band stickers and graffiti covered bus shelters, swirls and crowns twisting over ads for life 
insurance. Every person out on the street is bathed in harsh white light, their edges died red and dirty brown 
from myriad signs shivering on and off in the darkness. Rick draws a deep breath and leans back as he 
releases it. He continues to breathe deeply as seconds turn into minutes and the drive stretches out before 
him. Mike and Sean talk mostly to themselves, their voices alternating between a low rumble and the excited 
laughter of seasoned night owls. Every now and then Mike tosses a comment back toward Jerry and Rick. 
Jerry says a few words. Rick says even less. His head bumps into the back of the seat and he looks at Jerry 
and tries not to look at Jerry and looks at Jerry again. 


Los Angeles rattles away into the distance as the road unfurls into black tar and scrawny trees and cacti 
silhouetted against the night sky. Rick watches as LA's orange blanket of smog eases into red and them brown 
and it deepens into purple and now the sky is pitch black and the moon actually illuminates the road and Rick 
can see the stars. Stars are universal, he muses, looking out for and finding Orion's belt. Take away the 


constellations, and its pin-points of light in Southern California and pin-points of light out in Sheffield, England. 
"Did the Big Dipper lose a star?" Jerry says. his neck is craned, his face dyed a soft blue by the moon. The 
hair framing his face is so light its almost translucent. Like Phil's. Like Phil's when it was long and it was 1992 
and Viv was new in the band and Viv liked Phil too and Rick knew they both sneaked off together. Far from Joe. 
Far from Rick. 


And now you're far from Phil. 


"No," Rick says. "It's just hard to see with all the pollution” 


Jerry seems as surprised to hear Rick answer as Rick is of having answered in the first place. Jerry's eyes 


shift as they take in Rick's face. "Ah, okay," he says. "I guess it's clearer up in Washington" 


"I think the only place more fucked up than LA. is New York," Mike says. He grunts and adds, "And I'm not all 
that sure New York is dirtier." 


Rick and Jerry study each other's faces, as if that one small exchange has broken an unspoken vow of silence 
and distance. Rick finds himself unwilling to look away from Jerry's gaze. It travels over him in tiny shifts and 
movements that seem to melt into nothing as the moonlight breaks into silver and grey and black geometric 
shadows chasing each other across the interior of the car. Rick rests his scalp against the back of the seat 
and turns his head. Jerry is half-turned, cradled against the curve formed by the backseat and the window. 
Blue eyes. Bluer eyes. Lips so deep that he can taste them. Slip over them and down his neck. He doesn't know 
what Jerry sees. Rick feels heat in his own eyes, and everything darkens into warmth and even if this is all 
there will ever be he holds still in the moment, willing his breath and his heart into a steady rhythm, deeper 
now and deeper as he follows the planes and curves of Jerry's face where they progress seamlessly from 
forehead to jaw bone to chin to shadow and down into his collarbone as Jerry's chest rises and falls. Slow. 


Hypnotic. The warmth increases, lulling everything into darkness until only pale light on skin remains. 

Rick swallows, the motion releasing one shallow, husky breath. 

Pull over, Mike," Jerry says. 

Mike starts and looks around in one swift movement before training his eyes back on the road. "What? Now?" 
"At the next rest stop. I'm getting kinda stiff" 

"So am |," groans Sean. 


Rick alone notices Jerry's grin. 


* eK 


"We're looking at a continuing clear night with scattered chances of thunderstorms as we head into the 


morning of tomorrow. Today, as the case might be." 


Sean raises the volume on the radio as he kicks the door open with his foot and steps outside the car. Mike is 
already trudging toward the men's room, shaking out his feet and his hair as he goes. Sean watches as his 
figure disappears behind a corner. He turns his head to where Jerry is leaning against the other side of the 


car, hips pressed against the driver's door, chin cradled in his folded arms. 


"Man, | thought no one would suggest a rest stop. Mike could cart us all out to Washington without a break if 
we don't speak up. That's fucked up." 


"So speak up," Jerry says. 


The rest stop is small, just one squat building that partitions off into lady's and men's rooms. There's a two- 
leqged signboard with a faded, water damaged map on it (the Topanga State Park trapezoid has mutated from 
deep green to a sickly, phosphorescent mint colour), lined with empty slots that once contained attraction 
guides and tourist trap coupons. A concrete path circles the one building and its signboard. It fades into the 
darkness behind a sign that says, "Keep pets within the path and on a leash at all times." 


Rick stretches his arm way above his head, rolling up his shoulder blades as he works a knot out of his neck. 
The tension of covertly watching Jerry. Its back now. Only this time it's the tension of covertly not watching 
Jerry. Whatever is going on here, Jerry is in charge. Rick keeps him at the edge of his vision as he walks 
about, still rolling his shoulders and yawning. 


"Where do ya think Layne wound up?" Sean says. 


His voice is pitched low, meant only for Jerry. But in the secluded emptiness of the rest stop, every sound is 
magnified. A truck shoots past on the road and it blasts across Rick's tympanic membrane. It drowns out 
where Jerry thinks Layne wound up, but Rick sees him shrug and mute his eyes into feigned nonchalance. He's 
seen that look before, years ago, when Steve was drinking himself to death and the look was in Sav's eyes and 
in Joe's eyes and in Phil's eyes and in his own eyes as he looked into the bathroom mirror and pulled out the 
orange bottles of Vicodin and Lortab and even the sleek bottles of Advil and Tylenol and anything he could 
swallow. Nothing was happening and then everything happened and Steve was dead in his bed and Joe stepped 
up to the firing squad because in every single interview he kept a straight face as he spoke about Steve. 


"How can that bastard not care?" 


By burrowing so deep that his pain dragged behind him and it dragged down Phil and Rick didn't want to come 
up at all because death wasn't supposed to win and nobody was left now who understood the language of self- 


medication as well as Steve did. 


Rick feels inside his left pocket and he pulls out the orange bottle. He rocks it back and forth between his 
fingers, then pops the lid. 


"| really gotta pee," Jerry says. 


He doesn't look back as he makes his way up the walkway. Rick pockets the painkillers and counts out a minute 
(the radio station slogan segues into The Moody Blues) (Nights in white satin, never reaching the end) before he 
heads out after Jerry. Sean raises the volume on the radio, "Fuck, | love this song," and a stiff breeze makes 


its way along the ground, scattering dust and rest stop debris. 


Jerry's leaning against the men's room entrance as Rick approaches. He turns and walks in, greets Mike, who's 
washing his hands and whistling to himself. Mike shakes his hands free of excess water and steps out wiping 
his hands dry over his jeans. "There're no paper towels," he calls out. His footsteps recede slowly down the 


path and Jerry faces Rick and Rick slides his hand into his right pocket. 

"Are we going to do anything?" Jerry says. 

‘Its up to you." 

"Are you..2" 

"Sean might come in" 

"So, do you think we should..?" Jerry nods his head toward the darkness behind the restroom. 
"Like school kids?" 


Jerry ducks his head and places his hands on his hips, kicking idly at the dust at his feet. He breathes out a 


low chuckle. "Yeah, it does feel kinda stupid But Sean might come in. | don't want Sean coming in" 
“Then let's go." 


The grass is dry and brittle. They cut their way through it slowly, stopping every few paces to make sure The 
Moody Blues are still playing. A new song starts by the time they reach the back wall. A patchy expanse of 
grass and prickly bushes spreads out behind them, melding with the darkness as they rise into jagged 
formations of cacti and low trees. The night sky forms a bowl around them, cutting off civilization in such a 


way that the rest stop and Sean and Mike and the road and the rest of California seem worlds away. 


Rick leans against the wall, feeling its chill settle over his back. Jerry stands to his left. His eyes roam over 
the landscape once before he leans back too. His fingers hook around the button on his jeans. His thumb ghosts 
over it once, twice, before he pops it loose. He grips the zipper tightly and lowers it slowly, slowly, groove 
after groove, his other hand holding his left jean flap steady, making barely a sound. He pushes the flaps aside 
and reaches in between his legs. Rick watches in silence, waiting. 


When Jerry removes his hand, Rick pushes away from the wall and turns to lean against Jerry. His lips are 
close to Jerry's neck, his nose just below his ear. He lets out a slow breath, experimenting, testing Jerry's 
willingness. Jerry stiffens. He raises one leg, bent at the knee, and presses the back of his foot against the wall. 
Rick runs his lips down Jerry's neck, the skin sliding past in smooth, cool progression. Soft. It smells of 
cigarette smoke and alcohol breath and mingled perfumes and (just below the surface) a simple, natural smell 


It fills Rick's nostrils and settles behind his eyelids. 


Jerry reaches in between his legs once more and pulls out his cock. He runs it through his palm once before 
he finds Rick's hand and guides it toward his hips. Rick sighs and murmurs and runs one finger down the shaft, 


then another and another. He strokes it in one slow, fluid motion, fingertips sliding down its length, returning to 
its base with the back of his fingers, his nails scraping over the skin. Jerry remains still. Rick speeds up his 
strokes, bit by bit, and Jerry shifts. His leg drops down, his hips rolling forward, leaning into Rick's touch. 


Neither of them makes a sound. 


The stillness deepens, the only sound that of palm against skin as Rick wraps his fingers around Jerry's 
hardening cock. He squeezes along the base, making his way down till the hollow of his palm cups around the 
tip. He rubs his hand over it, fingers fanning out along the shaft. Jerry sucks in air through his teeth, hissing 
below his breath as his hips begin to rock. Back and forth, back and forth. Building speed. 


Rick releases Jerry's cock and drops back against the wall. 
"W-wha...?" 
"Come here," Rick says. 


For a moment, Jerry blinks hooded, drowsy eyes, then realization sharpens his features. He smiles, a slow, 
tentative gesture that sends a spike of warmth down Rick's cock and deepens his breath and breaks his heart. 
He takes Jerry's hand and presses it against the bulge in his pants, pushing it down then releasing it as Jerry 
unhooks the row of buttons and folds back the flaps and slips cool, dry fingers inside and against Rick's flesh. 
Rick shudders, closing his eyes. Nerve ends flare up, spiralling up his chest and across his collarbone and down 
his left side. His blood and his body react, chemicals pumping along his bloodstream and along every fibre of 
his body. Jerry is dipping one hand below his cock, cradling it, drawing it out as he goes on his knees. 


Rick places his hand over Jerry's shoulder, grasping at the fabric of his T-shirt, twisting it into knots as 
Jerry's tongue runs down his length, saliva cooling and then Jerry is licking again, lapping at the hollows around 
the base, fingers kneading the skin from below. He runs his mouth down Rick's cock, stops at the tip. He takes 
the head into his mouth, takes a deep breath, and draws in more of the cock's length. He makes his way up 
slowly, palms flat against Rick's hips, fingers curling and uncurling as his shoulders shift. Rick takes in rapid, 
shallow breaths, murmuring under his breath. His head strikes the wall, but he barely notices. He twines his 
fingers into Jerry's hair, knuckles running up along his scalp as Jerry takes him in completely and begins to 


suck. 


Through hooded eyes, Rick looks down at Jerry. His face is obscured by a tangle of blond hair and the flaps of 
Rick's jeans. His back rises and falls as he sucks, building a rhythm as Rick begins to rock his hips, fingers in 
Jerry's hair, thighs against Jerry's shoulders, Jerry's mouth around his cock. Jerry's lips around his cock. Rick 
grits his teeth and arches his back as he comes. Jerry groans as he swallows on reflex, palms pressing into 


Rick's stomach. 


He draws back, wiping his mouth clean, as Rick shudders and slides down into a sitting position As he hits the 
ground, he hangs his head, laughing in silence. His fucking knees are weak. His legs haven't given out on him in 


years. He rolls onto his knees, rotating his chest to gain momentum. After ten years, the echo of pain still 


rises up his side, but the movements are no longer laboured. He walks on his knees to where Jerry is sprawled 
on his back. Their faces are inches apart, Jerry's breath hot against his skin 


"Hey," Jerry says, voice low and tremulous. 
"Hullo," Rick says. "I'd love to...” 
"Please." 


Rick leans down and presses his lips against Jerry's. Deeply, moulding into their contour. Saliva coats the flesh 
and Rick spreads it with his tongue, leaning into the kiss. Deeper. Jerry's body rises beneath his. His arms rise 
to circle Rick's back, to hold him in place, to steady him. It sends a surge up Rick's spine. He sucks on Jerry's 
lower lip, panting deep within his throat, feeling his body react and acquiesce as Jerry slips his tongue inside 
his mouth, pressing against the roof before pushing deeper. Rick groans and pulls back. 


He presses his knees against Jerry's side and crawls backward till he can lean over his cock. He bends down, 
catching Jerry's eyes before he slowly, deliberately licks pre-cum from the tip, lingering, drawing a shudder 
from Jerry. His chest rises and falls as Rick rolls his tongue around the head. The sight of Jerry tossing back 
his head, teeth gritted, fingers clawing at the dirt, inflames him. He straightens and tugs Jerry's shirt up his 
chest and above his arms. He tosses it aside, chest heaving, once, twice, time slowing up speeding down making 
no sense as he removes his own shirt and tosses it behind him and presses close to Jerry (heat slipping on 
heat) (their nipples brush together) and presses his lips against his and snakes his hand behind Jerry's back 
and lifts him up as their senses give way to hunger. Jerry's hands are in his hair. His hand is slipping inside 
Jerry's underwear, sliding across one buttock as Jerry rises to his knees and brings them both up, lips stil 
locked together. He walks on his knees toward the wall, pushing Rick against it, now pushed back himself before 
Rick turns and Jerry's back slaps against the wall and Rick stands and brings Jerry up with him. 


Words form on his lips. None of them make any sense. He knows it's a trick of the light, a trick of blue eyes 
and bluer eyes and lips he has tasted. He pants out one word, and it surprises both of them. 


"Please." 
"You.." Jerry breathes. His eyes are deep, liquid. Heavy. 


Rick goes down on his knees, arm trailing down the back of Jerry's thigh. He places his mouth against the tip 
of Jerry's cock. His tongue teases out a path along the head, then above the head and he draws his length into 
his mouth and sucks once before closing his eyes. Jerry's fingers curl around his shoulders and along his left 
side. The pads of his fingers brush and then trace out Rick's scar, running up and down its length. Pain flares 
out in sharp, quick stabs before it melts into pleasure and Rick begins to suck Jerry's cock. Hard. Harder, 
Jerry's hips rocking back and forth, pushing more of himself inside Rick, back against his throat and Rick 
groans and holds on tight as Jerry fucks his mouth and he sucks off Jerry. He feels Jerry's thigh's tighten, a 
single moment, before cum floods into his mouth and down his throat as he keeps sucking, his throat working 


desperately. He swallows the last of the semen and draws back his mouth, panting as Jerry throws his head 


back against the wall. 
"Holy fuck," Rick says, trembling as he gathers Jerry's cum with his fingers, sucking them off. "Holy Fuck." 


"Holy Mother of God," Jerry says. 


* eK 


"Rick, what do you see, when you look at me?" 

Buttons done up once more, zipper pulled up with less care than before, Jerry drawing his shirt down over his 
stomach. Rick washes out his hand and his mouth at the washbasin. He looks up at Jerry's reflection in the 
mirror and tries to remember the figure at the party. The figure had been a collection of features and 
colours and shapes that gave birth to lust. Jerry is a man with long, tangled blond hair and dusty jeans and 
clear blue eyes. He stands at ease, waiting for Rick's answer with his head cocked to the side. 

"| see you, Jerry.” 

"You don't even know me." 


Rick shakes the excess water off his hand. "Well, you look at me. What do you see?" 


Jerry gazes at him for a moment. His eyes narrow, eyebrows knotting together. "| see a man. He has no name. 


He doesn't need a name. l-" He scuffs at the dirt. "Ah, never mind. | don't understand it myself" 
"Neither do |" 

"Do you like it that way..?" 

"What other way is there” 


Jerry is already by the door before he answers, almost as if he had intended not to say anything, but couldn't 
help himself. He looks at nothing in particular as he hooks his thumbs around the waist of his jeans. 


"The kind where two people know each other too well. Too much." 


A drop of water strikes the washbasin bowl. Rick stands by himself, water droplets trailing down his hand and 
along the grooves left by his veins. Drops fall to the floor, leaving circles that spread out into imperfect, 
lopsided flowers. Rick wipes his hand dry along his jeans. He reaches across to the left pocket and feels the 
bottle of painkillers. 


In a few minutes, he will be in Encino. In a few minutes, he knows, Jerry will drive off with Mike and Sean and 
Mike will get off at San Fernando and Sean will probably stay with him because Jerry is going to take the car 
and look for Layne by himself. Rick knows. 

He pops the lid of the orange bottle open. He shakes two pills into his mouth. 

Tomorrow, he'll be back with Phil. 


Down the hatch. 
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